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Abstract 

As protests flared in 2020, BIPOC students took to Instagram to voice their experiences 

at “no-excuses” Charter Management Organizations (CMOs). Such schools have presented a 

discourse of high achievement and social justice. Yet, in the span of a few weeks, hundreds of 

posts on Instagram offered rarely-heard counter-narratives of the experience of being BIPOC at 

such schools. This paper analyzes how social media posts combine online discourse and youth 

culture to provide insight into the racialized experience of schooling. We argue this social 

movement challenges the legitimacy of CMOs and their authority to teach children of color. 
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Introduction 

 It is a truism that youth have always been considered rebellious. Further, youth today 

spend considerable parts of their lives online and hold singular perspectives as the first 

generation of digital natives (Rohlinger & Earl, 2017). These two phenomena came together 

following the murder of George Floyd in the Spring of 2020 with the emergence of scores of 

Black@ accounts on social media describing the experience of Black people at various 

educational institutions. Beginning at predominantly white colleges and universities (e.g., 

@Blackatmit, @Blackatdartmouth, etc.), this social movement involved mostly anonymous 

Instagram posts recounting stories of microaggression, racism, and trauma in these white spaces. 

Emulating these university-based accounts, teachers, students, and alumni of major Charter-

Management Organizations (CMOs) mobilized their own Black@ accounts, offering their 

perspectives of and experiences with race, whiteness, and “no-excuses” schooling practices. In 

doing so, this social movement engages both common modalities of social movements and 

innovative practices, particularly in the choice of platform: Instagram. 

Our paper explores the opportunities created and limited when youth coalesce on a social 

media platform – specifically Instagram - to give voice to public concerns. We do this by 

analyzing the Black@ accounts of youth attending CMOs such as Uncommon Schools, Success 

Academy, and KIPP. We amplify the relatively unknown experiences and unheard voices of 

BIPOC students in present-day “no-excuses” charter schools. We argue that young people 

engaged various discursive practices through affordances provided by the cultural tool of 

Instagram – its formats, structure, and content - to create messages of protest (Rogoff et al, 2002; 

Wertsch, 1998). By harnessing discourses of online communication, youth culture, race, and 

protest, through the affordances and limitations of Instagram, students, alumni, and teachers 
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challenged the well-crafted narratives of CMOs with their own ideologies of humanity and 

liberation. Ultimately, we aim to answer the following research questions:  

1. How do Black@ accounts give voice to the BIPOC youth experience at no-excuses 

CMOs? 

2. What affordances are provided by Instagram as a medium for social protest? 

We begin by reviewing recent literature on youth social movements and online protest. 

Next, we describe our method in analyzing hundreds of social media posts. We then describe key 

themes in the content and methods of this social movement. We found that, through Instagram, 

youth created unique visual signatures, often sardonically coopting the corporate branding of the 

CMO against which they protested. They expertly leveraged the interface to use anonymity as a 

protective tool for sharing powerful personal stories, and they took advantage of features like 

comments and hashtags to foster solidarity and networks. We end by discussing what these 

insights can tell scholars and educators about the need to embrace diverse discourses as pathways 

to hearing the stories of youth, and importantly the counterstories of Black youth.  

Through content and discourse analyses of hundreds of social media posts and their meta-

data (i.e., likes, comments, aesthetics, etc.), we exhibit how student Instagram posts construct a 

powerful critique of the data-driven, behavior-restrictive charter school model that has 

proliferated over the last 25 years (Golann, 2021; Sondel et al., 2019). Students cast the no-

excuses charter model as a racist structure upholding whiteness. We find that this social 

movement engages commonly understood methods of micromobilization such as appeals to 

collective identities, shared grievances, and collective benefits (Maher & Earl, 2017), while 

simultaneously engaging novel protest practices in their use of Instagram.  
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Context and Conceptual Framework 

 The worlds of educational reform, social media, and youth movements of protest all 

come together to form the context of our study. This section describes that context and the 

conceptual framework we use as a sensemaking lens. I’m 

Charter schools in the United States arose in the 1990s and early 2000s as part of an 

educational reform movement emphasizing choice, innovation, and accountability. Ideals of 

charter schools as innovative independent endeavors responsive to local communities have given 

way to the growth of large networks of schools collectively managed by CMOs (Oberfield, 2016; 

Crawford, 2001). As several CMOs have touted stunning achievement results on standardized 

tests for low income and minority students, they have codified a collection of educational 

practices designed to replicate success across multiple schools (e.g., Russakoff, 2015). Several 

CMOs have claimed their strict discipline codes and heavily scripted classroom lessons are “best 

practices" to achieve academic success in what has come to be considered a “no excuses” 

approach to education (e.g., Golann, 2021, Sondel et al., 2019). Challenging the claims of 

academic results and so-called best practices, the extant literature suggests that CMO results 

have been mixed (Finn, Manno, & Wright, 2016; Zimmer & Buddin, 2006). Further, researchers 

have argued that touted strong results have come at the cost of high teacher turnover 

(McCluskey, 2022; Shen et al., 2012; Torres, 2016), drastic student attrition (Weber, 2019), and 

other operational issues (e.g., Baker & Miron, 2015; Scott, 2009). Meanwhile the actual youth 

experience at charter schools has remained opaque, making social media posts of youth an 

important focus for study. 

According to Social Movement theories, most people do not engage in activism; indeed, 

it is remarkable when people take the risky step of mobilizing against authority (Maher & Earl, 
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2017). It is perhaps even more remarkable for youth who often lack the resources and freedoms 

necessary to take an active participatory role (Henn & Foard, 2012; Milkman, 2017), yet, from 

lunch counter sit-ins to Occupy Wall Street, young people historically have been critical to the 

success of social movements (Earl et al., 2017; Rohlinger & Earl, 2017).  

With limited resources and outlets for expression, online activism may be particularly 

appealing to youth protest and activism, particularly as youth social movement engagement is 

often more spontaneous and driven by specific causes (Xenos et al., 2014). Thus, social media 

yields increasing opportunity and space for youth to offer voice and “even define public issues” 

(James & Lee, 2017, p. 120), while reducing the barriers to participation (Haq et al, 2022). As 

digital natives, youth are not simply “miniature adults;” rather, they are distinct actors with their 

own intersectional identities and they are content-creators fluent in the nuances of online 

communication (Rohlinger & Earl, 2017). Streamed Facebook Live marches in Bangladesh (Haq 

et al, 2022), protests in Tahrir Square against the government organized through Twitter (Tufecki 

& Wilson, 2012), challenges to sexist school dress codes through Instagram and Twitter 

(Retallack, Ringrose, & Lawrence, 2016), and hashtags that create unique narratives in Ferguson 

(Bonilla & Rosa, 2015), all show young people positioning themselves as driving forces in the 

constantly-evolving world of online activism.  

Still, the physical world matters for online protests. Institutions like school (Kahne et al., 

2013; Van Dyke et al., 2004), family (Lee et al., 2012; Sherkat & Blocker, 1993), and networks 

of friends (Boulianne, 2015) are all important for mobilizing youth activism (Maher & Earl, 

2017). Online, these institution can coalesce and continue, even when physically separated. The 

social media posts we analyzed were created by real people interacting with real schools; thus, 

the context of modern networks of charter schools deeply influenced the manner of their protests. 
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Indeed, students and teachers, in response to their physical school experience, turned to 

social media in acts of protest. Unlike a large contingent of social media-based social movements 

that have enacted protest via Twitter and Facebook, this social movement predominately used 

Instagram as its medium. Instagram is one of the more recent social media platforms to 

experience efforts at activism. It is a digital space where protests exist in a contradictory 

relationship with the performative and promotional branded culture of the platform (Pearl, 2018). 

Still, participants have shown creativity and imagination in taking advantage of this 

contradictory relationship and the unique “platform vernacular” of Instagram to tell previously 

untold stories (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015; Gibbs et al., 2014). Combining the visual and textual, 

endlessly self-referential, and always attuned to virality, Instagram affords social activists a 

unique platform to enact their social movement, thus providing researchers diverse methods of 

social analysis (MacDowall & Souza, 2018). 

Our perspective is deeply informed by Critical Race Theory (CRT). Central to CRT is the 

assertion that racism is not a rare or occasional occurrence, but rather ordinary and pervasive in 

our current society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT starts from a premise that the liberal order 

is neither neutral nor just (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Policies and practices that may appear on the 

surface to be fair - for example, disciplinary practices, testing regimes, evaluations of merit, or 

the college admissions process - actually further racial injustice in their outcomes (Tate, 1997. It 

is natural, then, to find people experiencing and reacting to real and/or perceived racial 

inequalities. 

This is important to our project because the social media posts we analyzed are filled 

with descriptions of CMOs engaged in racist practices. Rather than dismiss these allegations, we 

take them as serious and genuine reactions from youth of color to liberal institutions. 
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Historically, racist legal codes, overt discrimination, and acts of violence were commonplace. In 

our present day, a more subtle “new racism” is baked into the language, structures and liberal 

policies that govern daily life (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Though the content is in an online format 

and generated by young people, we do not dismiss these posts. Instead, we treat them as valid 

and alternative perspectives on the undercurrents of racism in our society. CRT asks us to view 

the testimonials from marginalized voices as counterstories that challenge dominant conceptions 

of how society is structured (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

Methods 

Data Collection 

We systematically searched Instagram for protest accounts by combining two common 

naming stems used in such accounts - @Blackat and @Bipocat - with all possible combinations 

of the 14 influential “no-excuses” CMOs Golann (2021) identified (e.g., 

@Blackatachievementfirst, @Bipoatachievementfirst, @Blackatapsire, etc.). This search 

identified four accounts. We found four more accounts by then searching through all accounts 

that these initial four accounts follow or are followed by (Table 1). @BipocinTFA is not 

included in our analysis because it does not include student posts. One notable exception is that 

we used @BipocatKIPP’s Twitter page because the account disappeared from Instagram though 

their Twitter profile is still active, and they have posted on it as recently as January 13, 2022. 

Although the Twitter page contained fewer posts, it includes much of the same content once 

present on their Instagram page. Overall, we found 8 accounts totaling 1,241 posts, with a 

combined 203,424 likes and 7,651 comments. For this project, we focused explicitly on student 

posts: 576 posts with a combined 153,372 likes and 6,833 comments. All data was collected in 

September of 2022. 
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Data Analysis 

We used mixed-methods analysis. First, we calculated quantitative word frequencies 

across all posts. We then aggregated these frequencies with their related synonyms and roots 

(e.g., “police” was aggregated with “policed,” “policing,” “officers,” “NYPD,” etc.). Through 

this quantitative analysis and using the software R, we identified key language used across posts 

(Lwin et al., 2020; Van de Velde, 2022). Such analysis allowed us to “obtain a sense of the 

whole” (Bengtsson, 2016, p. 11) and begin to characterize the vocabulary, phrases, and 

metaphors used to discuss race, justice, and education, key ideas of our conceptual frameworks.  

Qualitatively, we began by transcribing every post from its image into usable text data. 

This is a “decontextualization” process that allows analysis of the actual content removed from 

the many components involved (Bengtsson, 2016). We then generated a list of ten thematic 

codes to organize our data. Each code was divided into other sub-codes to help us identify 

common themes arising from our data (Saldaña, 2009). We also had each co-author 

independently code posts to develop inter-rater reliability. Last, we returned to the research 

question by distilling key themes from the coding process and pulling transcribed posts in each 

code and theme for a write up of the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Our approach is framed by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to study the social media 

posts of Black@ accounts. This approach begins from an assertion that language is at the 

foundation of all experience (Fairclough, 1993; Gee, 2001). Language not only expresses 

content, but it is productive; through new vocabularies and the novel use of language, it can 

create possibilities of beliefs, thought, and identity (Fairclough, 1993; Gee, 2001). Such 

possibilities can be seen through “discursive practices” - words, images, modes of expressions, 

interactions - which move discourse analysis beyond analyzing text alone to what language 
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creates through practice (Fairclough, 1993). Because such practices occur within ideological 

frameworks, discourse can also be limiting as it upholds structures of power (Fairclough, 1993; 

Purvis & Hunt, 2006). Instagram is ripe for discourse analysis because it is a rich medium of 

discursive practices with avenues of interaction such as hashtags, comments, and likes. 

Analyzing such practices can help understand the ideological foundations of discourse as well as 

the ways in which such foundations are contested (Van Dijk, 2006). 

Researcher Positionality 

To acknowledge how our identities may have influenced the research process and 

findings, we describe our positionalities with respect to the research, subject matter, and 

participants (Holmes, 2020). The first author is from a first-generation immigrant family and has 

also been a teacher and school leader in the northeast. The second author is a white man who, 

prior to working in higher education, worked for eight years in a CMO in the northeast as a 

teacher and a school leader.  Neither author identifies as Black or Hispanic; this no doubt 

influenced how the data is perceived and interpreted. These positionalities required self-

monitoring and discussions with colleagues as we navigated the posts of a historically-

marginalized student population and as we aimed to center BIPOC student voice. 

Findings 

In analyzing hundreds of youth Instagram posts from Black@ accounts, we were struck 

by several observations. Though these posts are largely textual, they still took advantage of the 

visual nature of Instagram to communicate through images. The posts use a language that is at 

once reflective of online life, the customs of Instagram, and Black youth culture. Concurrently, 

posts appropriate the singular language of education reform and CMOs. In this section, we will 
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share how the posts used a variety of discursive practices to communicate a raw and honest 

glimpse of the CMO experience that is rarely seen.  

Themes in Black@ posts 

The collection of Black@ accounts we analyzed shared hundreds of posts about the 

experience of being a BIPOC student in CMO-based charter schools. The accounts collected 

short narratives from students, alumni, teachers, and parents across a collection of prominent 

CMOs: Democracy Prep, Uncommon Schools, KIPP, Success Academies, and Yes Prep. Thus, 

like other Instagram protests (Chang, Richardson, & Ferrara, 2022), they had a geographic 

dimension – in this case, centered on California, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Jersey, 

New York, and Texas. There was also a temporal dimension, clustered largely in the summer of 

2020.  

Beyond these general characteristics, we found four recurring themes. One theme 

concerned a general critique of CMOs. This is exemplified by one post that asked, “Why don’t 

you have any Black leaders on your senior leadership team?” (BIPOC at KIPP, 2020, July 27), 

and another student who wrote, “I’m a number. I know I am being tracked to see if I will make it 

through college. But my experience is not about triumph it's about survival” (Uncommon Truth, 

2020, June 29). Such posts challenged the legitimacy of specific elements of CMO design. These 

posts critiqued aspects of CMOs like the whiteness of leadership, the relentless focus on data, the 

hyper-focus on academic worktime, and the harsh discipline code, the last of which emerged as 

another key theme. 

The pervasive policing of student bodies was a second theme emerging from the data. 

Scores of posts described the chilling effect of silent lunchrooms, constant surveillance 

extending even to student bathrooms, and repeated punishments for the smallest of infractions. 
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One post captured the complex and nuanced critiques across posts and accounts: “my main issue 

with Uncommon is their conditioning of the Black student. From the time we enter it, we are 

taught to comply and shut up. We are told that our voices have no meaning…There is an 

extremely punitive system in place which is especially damaging to the Black child…[and] that 

heavily penalized Black and Brown bodies” (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, June 25). 

A third theme that emerged was an overarching critique of whiteness in these CMOs. 

This theme sometimes appeared as a description of perceived injustice inflicted on Black bodies. 

Other times, as in a post above that interrogates leadership demographics (BIPOC at KIPP, 2020, 

July 27), it is expressed as an absence of Blackness. These posts are united in their classification 

of CMOs as white spaces defined by the norms and expectations of whiteness despite the schools 

overwhelming BIPOC student population. Students frequently called out this dynamic: “From 

what I've seen, the school is full of white saviors. People who claim they care and love us, but 

are quick to turn they're back when it's convenient for them” (Black at Uncommon, 2020, July 

3). 

A final theme was the impact of CMOs on student mental and physical health. Deftly 

using the discourse of trauma and mental health, there were several examples of abusive 

shouting, dismissive insensitivity to student cultures, and undue pressure through an 

uncompromising commitment to total control. Here is one of many student testimonials: 

I was struggling with anxiety and ended up having a panic attack in a few of my 

classes. A teacher later told me that someone like me shouldn’t be having panic 

attacks. That comment has always stuck with me. It felt like because I was a 

black, intelligent, female I couldn’t experience anxiety like everyone else? What 

made me different than anyone else that my mental health could not be treated the 

same way? It was a very triggering conversation and in no way helped my mental 

health or anxiety (Black at Uncommon, 2020, June 24). 
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These quotes represent the scores of examples we coded in each theme (see McCluskey & 

Narayanan, in press, for a full thematic analysis).  

Beyond the actual content of the text, in the following section we analyze the multiple 

other interrelated discursive practices used to strengthen students’ messages of protest.  

Image as Message 

 Instagram is a visual medium. Image is the currency of the platform, and successful 

posters devote time and resources to creating the perfect visual post (Manovich, 2017). Because 

the content of Black@ accounts is largely textual, they challenge the visual foundation of 

Instagram. As consumers, we must read text and interpret stories through written language. Still, 

account creators understood that their posts are perceived not as text alone, but as images; or 

rather, they are interpreted as text and image simultaneously.  

Each account created a unique visual signature. For example, the Black at Uncommon 

account alternated between using a solid yellow background with a black font, and a solid black 

background with a white font. The format is instantly recognizable, yet it still gives prominence 

to the words by selecting bold colors. The Uncommon Truth account used a similar format in 

their accounts (Figure 1). The text set boldly against yellow and black backgrounds recalls the 

color scheme – white, yellow, and dark gray - used by Uncommon Schools in their marketing 

materials.  

A more sophisticated example is from the Black N Brown at Democracy Prep account. 

These posts have a baby blue background with a silhouetted leafless tree inside the outline of a 

light-yellow shield serving as a digital watermark. The posts are anonymous like almost all posts 

across accounts, but, like a calling card, there is general information about the poster including 
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their school, role, and their years of attendance. Similarly, BIPOC@KIPP placed text inside of a 

blue circle set against a gray background. 

By using a consistent format to their posts, these Black@ accounts successfully created a 

unity of experience in reading the posts. These visual signatures demonstrate an awareness of the 

visual nature of posts. On a platform often given to corporate branding, carefully staged product 

placements and images/messages by influencers, the Black@ accounts created their own type of 

brand (Manovich, 2017). Unlike most brands, however, the product is not for sale; instead, the 

objective is to raise awareness about the charter school experience. The consistent format create 

a solidarity in messaging. All the posts from a given account are visually the same, thus 

obscuring the individual in favor of raising the profile of a collective voice. Authors sharing 

vulnerable stories of harm and trauma are given protection through anonymity and solidarity. 

Coopting CMO Messages 

A common feature of the posts was the cooptation of CMO verbal messages and visual 

signatures. Accounts often used common network phrases or visual motifs to highlight the 

hypocrisy of management actions when compared with their lofty rhetoric. This method of 

commentary works especially well on Instagram because it allows for the annotation of messages 

and placing disparate images or messages side by side. 

 In one example, the BIPOC@KIPP account reposted a tweet from a KIPP executive with 

additional added commentary: 

Richard Barth Tweet: “An idea: everyone gives teachers 20 percent off this year. Take 

out food? Check. Supermarket? Check. Kids clothing? Check. Amazon? Check. Apple? 

Check. Feel free to add to this list and forward.”  
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Annotations: “Um okay.” “I have an idea too.” “Everyone at KIPP schools dismantle 

their racist practices and protocols. Also begin to hire and promote BIPOC instead of 

pushing them out , oh and investigate and replace these ‘school/regional leaders’ who 

have multiple complaints instead of shelling out hundreds of thousands in ‘settlements 

and non disclosure agreements’ (BIPOC@KIPP, 2020, July 26). 

The original tweet is a fairly common call for concrete actions made across social media, but this 

one in particular is portrayed as hollow when compared with the day to day practices of the 

organization. It increases its impact by using the annotation as a clever discursive device to speak 

alongside the original Tweet and challenge the central message. 

 Another example came from The Uncommon Truth account and reflected on the name of 

one of the Uncommon network’s flagship schools.  

The North Star is symbolic of freedom. Historically, the North Star was used by 

the enslaved anscestors as a guide to freedom.The utilization of the North Star is 

blatant blasphemy, for you do not seek to illuminate the path to educational 

freedom (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, July 29b, also Figure 1) 

The image is followed by nine mini-stories of several students recounting uncomfortable, 

harmful, and humiliating experiences. In both of these instances, the hopeful words of the CMO 

are shown to be absurd. The lofty ideals - discounts for teachers, the liberating symbol of the 

North Star - are placed directly alongside the words and stories of actual students, making a 

powerful argument that such proclamations are false and hypocritical. 

The SA Survivors Anonymous account frequently and effectively co-opted network 

messaging by posting official documents and communications. The account shared screenshots 

of six letters sent to the parents of a student (or students) who was (were) suspended for: “unsafe 
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behavior by walking out of his Sports elective,” “defiant behavior for refusing to follow adult 

directions repeatedly,” “disruptive behavior by repeatedly calling out,” “defiant behavior by 

refusing to complete classwork for a prolonged period of time,” among others (SA Survivors 

Anonymous, 2020, June 25). The account captioned the post: “Just a few of the ways you can get 

suspended at SA in elementary school. Teachers, curious how you feel about this and elementary 

school suspensions in general?” Two days earlier, the account posted an internal document, 

allegedly from the Success Academy Management forum, which quoted the management 

consultant Peter Drucker as saying “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” (SA Survivors 

Anonymous, 2020, July 23). The account posted: 

Want a good laugh? Here’s a doc that Eva presented to the Management Forum 

this winter over the course of a couple sessions dictating the SA “culture” 

everyone would have to adhere to. No feedback requested, Eva drafted herself. 

Top down bc Dear Leader knows best. #insidesuccess, (SA Survivors 

Anonymous, 2020, July 23). 

In this quote, “Eva” refers to network CEO Eva Moskowitz. She was often referenced in posts 

that skewered the press coverage Success Academies has become very successful at garnering. 

Survivors of Success posted a quote of Ms. Moskowitz saying, “I imagined that if you could 

educate tens of thousands of students, mostly of color, especially well, they would get into the 

halls of power, and they would most effectively combat institutional racism” (SA Survivors 

Anonymous, 2020, July 2). This image is pointedly captioned: “Imagine if you didn’t have to 

wait 20 years, Eva. Imagine if you combated institutional racism now.” 

 This same post also demonstrates how these protest accounts co-opted the CMO 

network’s visual brandings. Using the distinct orange and blue color aesthetic that has come to 
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define advertisements for Success Academy across New York City, the account satirizes 

“official” network messages, substituting subversive counterarguments in the language and 

visual tone of the CMO. Furthermore, Black@ account managers also appropriated CMO logos. 

For example, in Figure 2 the Success Academy logo has been modified with the classic anarchy 

symbol. A similar tactic was used by the Black N Brown at DP, placing the outline of a shield 

and a silhouetted bare tree in the background of their posts as a visual reference to the shield logo 

of Democracy Prep (Figure 3).  

 Visually and textually, then, Instagram posts of the Black@ accounts repurpose the 

discourse of CMOs to serve their protest. The accounts place idealistic names, messages, and 

images in a new context of the real experiences of students. The accounts take advantage of the 

dominant visual and textual discourse to underscore what they perceive to be hypocrisy and 

unfulfilled promises. 

Hashtags and @’s: Chasing Virality 

 The Black@ accounts we analyzed made fluent use of two of the most important tools of 

the social media ecosystem: tags and hashtags. Both are features that have become universal 

across various social media platforms. They are essential to understanding Instagram posts 

because they can increase the visibility and virality of posts. 

 Hashtags are catchy phrases prefaced by the pound sign (#) and allow similarly themed 

messages to be easily organized on the web. There were 66 different hashtags used across the 

over 1200 posts analyzed. The most common hashtag was #Blackatuncommon, used 225 times, 

an act of self-promotion by the @Blackatuncommon account. Other frequently used hashtags, 

like #Blackatschool and #insidecharter, seemed more designed to connect with a larger 

movement for awareness of the Black experience at charter schools. Several hashtags were 
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variations on “Black Lives Matter,” such as #Blackstudentsmatter, #Blackmentalhealthmatters, 

#Blackwomenmatter, and #Blackchildrenmatter. Many hashtags were used only rarely and did 

not seem to have caught on. For example, hashtags such as #documenteverything, 

#wearetheseeds, and #schooltoprisonpipeline were each used only once. Some, like 

#reformkippschools or #therealeducationofevamoskowitz referenced specific people and 

institutions. The hashtags are a collection of clever descriptions, call-outs, and proto-slogans all 

primed to make an account or post go viral and connect a single post to a wider discourse. 

 Tags connect with a specific handle - or user account - on the platform. Including the @ 

symbol followed by another user’s handle in an Instagram post will directly notify the account 

owner that they have been “tagged.” Some of the tags were directed at like-minded accounts 

such as @educatorsforjustice, @beingblackatkipp, and @Blackatsmith. Other tags were directed 

at public figures and institutions. Politicians like President Joe Biden, Vice Present Kamala 

Harris, Congressional Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, New York City Council 

Speaker Cory Johnson, and New York State Assembly Member Carl Heastie, among many 

others, are all tagged in various posts. Media organizations like the New York Times, CNN, and 

the local news station NY12 are also tagged throughout. Students regularly tagged Black 

advocacy organizations such as NPR’s podcast “Code Switch,” the NAACP, Save the Children, 

Black Lives Matter, Unicef, the online media sites The Root and The Griot and The Shade Room, 

and activists such as Shaun King, Al Sharpton, and John Lewis, among others. Perhaps 

indicative of the centrality of youth to this movement or the pattern of non-political celebrities 

engaging in political advocacy (or both), commenters often tagged Black celebrities, e.g., Yara 

Shahidi, Oprah, Issa Rae, Chance the Rapper, Common, Tamera Mowry, Michael B. Jordan, 
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among many others, often paired with hashtags, e.g., #SOS, #HELP, #PLEASEHELPTHEM, 

and more.  

Some tags called out a specific organization; for example, the tags @nycschools, 

@uncommonschools, and @evamoskowitz were all used in various posts. These tags were 

sometimes attached directly to the image, sometimes amended to the end of a post, and other 

times they were embedded into the main post: “@democracyprep realize that you mainly serve 

black and brown bodies and that our blackness should be celebrated @dpchs” (Black N Brown at 

DP, 2020, July 14). This post tags the Democracy Prep CMO (@democracyprep) and a specific 

school within the network (@dpchs).  

 Together, hashtags and tags sought to increase the prominence of posts and increase the 

connectivity of the accounts to broader social movements. Hashtags could connect with other 

movements or potentially go viral. Tags, meanwhile, could help muster attention for accounts by 

connecting with prominent people and organizations or open access to people in positions of 

power who are not easily accessible. Furthermore, tags and hashtags acted as a connective tissue 

across accounts linking their efforts to engage in the same discursive work. 

Interacting Through Comments & Likes 

 While both the actual image and text of Instagram posts are the primary content, the 

comments and likes on posts opened a new dimension. Commenting and liking are essential 

features of the Instagram platform. Both are prime avenues for users to interact with the posts of 

others at different levels.  

The easiest way to interact with a post is to use the “like” function, an action done by 

clicking a heart icon next to each post (or achieved through double tapping the image). There 

were almost 130,000 likes given to the collection of over 1200 posts. The SA Survivors 
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Anonymous account had the most likes per post (325.2 likes/post). The Black at Uncommon 

account had the second most likes per post and the most total likes (66,089). It is difficult to 

understand the full significance of these numbers; the decision to like a post can often be an 

instantaneous one. Still, their presence is a small measure of the popularity of a post or a 

person’s affinity for or resonance with the content of a post. 

Comments are more comprehensible than likes because they take the form of words and 

emojis that convey meaning. They are still difficult to analyze because of the great variety of 

content. There were over 7,500 comments across the posts we analyzed; they came from parents, 

alumni, students, current teachers, former teachers, and others, and they used a variety of 

language and emojis as part of the discursive practices of this social movement. Not all posts had 

comments: 777 posts had three or fewer comments and 365 posts (over a quarter of our sample) 

had no comments at all. This is potentially a reflection of the inability to anonymize a comment 

and the policing concerns narrated across accounts. For example, one student post on the Black 

at Uncommon account conveys such anonymity concerns: “So are we not gonna talk about how 

the deans created fake social media pages to watch what students were putting online and 

anything that they didn’t agree with, that student would get in trouble” (Black at Uncommon, 

6/25/20). The most commented post shared an image of Black bodies burned to death. The text 

explains that this was taken from a bulletin board created by a white assistant principal (SA 

Survivors Anonymous, 2020, July 16). There were 974 comments on this post alone. Another 

post was a simple message: “WE DO NOT NEED ANY BLACK KEEPERS OF WHITE 

SUPREMACY” (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, July 25b). This post had over a hundred 

comments. Posts like these are both heart wrenching and attention grabbing. 
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Comments ranged in their content: denunciations of CMOs, appreciation for the stories,  

harsh questioning of the actual post, and more. Some posts had exchanges filled with the 

negativity that has become the hallmark of internet discourse, with commenters vehemently 

disagreeing with each other or trading insults and unsubstantiated claims. For our purposes here, 

rather than analyzing the content, we focus on an important function of the comments section. 

Repeatedly, comments acted as affirmations of the original post. For example, this post 

received much affirmation: “I already knew that I had detention for the upcoming week. So I 

sucked my teeth as [the Dean] entered. He immediately told me to go to his office and suspended 

me for 3 days” (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, June 27a). In the comments, one former teacher at 

North Star Academy wrote, “I understand your pain. Leaving NSA is like leaving an abusive 

relationship.” On Black N Brown at DP, a post shared: “I was told I wouldn't graduate college or 

make it my final year of high school because I failed one Physics class - right in front of both of 

my parents” (Black N Brown at DP, 2020, July 7). Someone responded in the comments: “Smh. 

This school is like a slave owner and a bunch of slaves.thats what it looks like to me.” These 

examples, along with several others, show commenters affirming the importance and veracity of 

the posts. Like a Greek Chorus, they are an important character in the Black@ accounts that add 

small pieces of background context, encouragement, and emotional weight to posts. They inject a 

dose of humanity to stories that share feelings of alienation in the institutional life of CMOs. One 

commenter captured all of these functions in response to a student story of being told by a 

teacher that their hairstyle was “not cute” (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, June 27b): “The 

AUDACITY       🗣,” they wrote, using emojis and capital letters to underscore their point. 

“YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL NO MATTER WHAT!!!” Such affirmational comments are thus a 

discursive practice that validates the original post and creates a space of solidarity.  
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Discussion 

 Language, and the many symbols surrounding language, create possibilities of thought, 

identity, and action (Fairclough, 1993). We analyzed the social media posts in a collection of 

CMO-based Black@ accounts to explore how such discursive practices can create certain truths 

about the charter school experience of Black youth. In their content, format, and presentation, the 

Black@ accounts we analyzed engaged a set of discursive practices to make specific claims 

about charter schools and CMOs. Set against the background context of youth culture, social 

media, and the recent educational reform movement, analyzing these posts reveals a of protest 

through counterstories that challenges the humanity of CMO-based charter schools while 

claiming an authenticity in the voices of Black students. 

Through the employment of specific words and phrases, the choice of imagery and 

colors, the manipulation of official CMO language and iconography, and the use of Instagram 

features, people who posted to the Black@ accounts and the account organizers engaged in a 

discourse of protest. Discourse is how ideologies are reproduced, adapted, and communicated 

(Van Dijk, 2007). The medium of Instagram and stylistic decisions made by account holders 

combined with the text of posts to magnify a story that drastically contrasts with the polished and 

branded messages of social justice put forth by many CMOs (Greaves, Wilson, & Nairn, 2023;  

Hernández, 2022; Lubienski, 2007). The account holders served as curators of a range of stories; 

they then packaged these stories in a format that communicated messages of CMO hypocrisy, 

student suffering, and resilience.   

These discursive practices worked as they have in other social media protests. For 

example, social media has proven an effective way for youth to express political identity. Youth 

climate protesters gathered around hashtags and network sub-clusters to create their identity as 
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environmental activists (Herrmann, Rhein, & Dorsch, 2022). In our analysis, racial identity was 

furthered by emphasizing a shared Blackness signaled through the visual elements, the colors, 

the modifications to official imagery, the prominent use of “Black” or “BIPOC” in the account 

handles themselves, the hashtags, and, of course, through the content of the posts themselves.  

Another effect of these discursive practices is the creation of alternate public spaces. 

Social media protests, like those emerging on Twitter after the killing of Michael Brown in 

Ferguson (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015) or on Instagram during the Women’s March (Einwohner & 

Rochford, 2019), became places of critical social analysis and the contestation of dominant 

meanings. People could gather around hashtags to signal their own beliefs. To amend a post with 

#Ferguson, for example, signaled something about the post and the poster as well. The Black@ 

accounts built parallel Black spaces existing alongside and in opposition to the “official” white 

spaces of CMOs (McCluskey & Narayanan, in press). Black@ accounts may have been less 

successful at creating virality through hashtags, but the accounts themselves became a site where 

people could congregate to hear the stories of CMO students, alumni, and teachers. 

Thus, the practices we analyze do not operate in a vacuum; they build on various 

discourses of online communication, youth and Black culture, and social media protests. Most 

tellingly, they carry similar discursive flourishes as the more established Black@ accounts 

started at elite colleges. Accounts like Black at Dartmouth or Black at Harvard use similar fonts 

and colors, amplify anonymous stories, and prioritize text over image. They share a critical and 

questioning tone, a passionate personalization in their recounting of experience, and demands for 

accountability. We can trace these discursive roots to other deeply personal social media 

movements (e.g., Bonilla & Rosa, 2015; Retallack, Ringrose, & Lawrence, 2016). In this way, 
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Black@ accounts represent a form of ideological decision making around media and language 

practices. 

Gershon (2010) uses the concept of media ideologies to describe how people choose their 

mode of expression based on political goals. Like language, choosing a particular social media 

platform reflects the attitudes and beliefs of users about the ability to communicate certain 

messages. For example, people may choose a platform based on desires to be authentic, 

flirtatious, or professional. Protesting on social media involves decisions about platform and 

format (Einwohner & Rochford, 2019), and the Black@ accounts are no different 

These choices challenged both the design and dominant modes of interaction on social 

media. Instagram, for example, has become a site of blatant self-promotion and ubiquitous 

branding (Jang et al., 2015; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). Through both design and corporate 

partnerships, Instagram is a “walled garden” where commodified images of attractive influencers 

are put in the service of brand-building (Chang, Richardson, & Ferrara, 2022). It is populated by 

“selfies,” heavily edited snapshots, and curated timelines, all in search of the prized currency of 

“likes” (Ross, 2019), and the monetary currency that can follow from enough likes when one is 

positioned as “an influencer.” Other features are its continually updated visual flow, the relative 

sidelining of comments, and an interface that discourages careful analysis (MacDowall & de 

Souza, 2018). The Black@ accounts we examined resisted these trends. Leveraging the 

platform’s appeal to socially aware and active youth, the accounts were able to reach students, 

teachers, and parents across a wide range of charter school networks. Through screenshots, 

putting texts in images, or stringing photos together, Black@ accounts plugged into the image 

format to find innovative ways to transform limitations of the platform (MacDowall & de Souza, 

2018). These accounts have resisted the tide of commodified, branded content to create their own 
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style and branding. They are anonymous, devoid of any personal pictures, and absent of 

sponsorship. In these moves, the accounts have achieved the most prized commodity on the 

internet: authenticity. 

Our findings demonstrate how authenticity is produced. When a tweet by KIPP Executive 

Richard Barth is challenged or a post questions the use of “North Star” for a school’s name, 

authenticity is at stake. Similarly, by using hashtags connected with moral endeavors like Black 

Lives Matter or tagging reputable sources like politicians and journalism outlets, the accounts 

establish an authentic voice. The comments sections act as digital witnesses, testifiers to the 

emotional truth of the accounts. Most clearly, the stories themselves - honest, candid, personal - 

strike a powerful chord. The visual elements of Instagram deftly highlight the humanity of these 

stories while parodying the whitewashed, heavily curated, and carefully crafted communications 

of CMOs. 

As we have seen, many of the posts are jarring, uncomfortable, and deeply emotional. 

These posts are marked with alternate spellings, Black English (or AAVE), and new online ways 

of expression. The Instagram accounts make evident that stories of students have been dismissed 

as hyperbolic and/or inaccurate at their schools, consistent with a more general dismissal of the 

perspectives of marginalized people (Bell, 2018) and youth (Rohlinger & Earl, 2017). The voices 

of marginalized youth are largely absent in educational reform movements of the past three 

decades. They have certainly been overpowered by the well-financed corporate branding and 

advertisement of CMOs. Further, given the relative absence of scholarship on the perspectives of 

students in such schools, they have also been overlooked by the extant literature.  

Critical Race Theory (CRT) provides a compelling way to interpret the significance of 

the messages in these posts. The principle of counter-stories urges us to consider the fields of 
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power that legitimate certain stories over others. Black students are best positioned to describe 

the experience of being Black at charter schools (Tate, 1997). It is difficult to escape the limits of 

discourse emerging from our personal identities and cultures to imagine how histories of 

systematic oppression and exclusion shape interpretations of schooling practices, no matter how 

well-intentioned (Fairclough, 1993). Therefore, educators must take steps to take counter-stories 

seriously as a way of breaking through the boundaries of our individual subjectivities. 

The discursive expressions of students are important because they create a different 

reality to ones put forth by CMOs. This reality is constructed not through press releases, 

websites, books, or policy documents, but through youth counter-stories. Youth have few 

opportunities to have their stories shared within the discursive frame of charter schools, a space 

defined by standardized tests, harsh discipline, and school sanctioned modes of expression 

(Golann, 2021). Social media has allowed for a new field, a Black space to be contrasted with the 

whiteness of charter schools. Like many children from marginalized backgrounds across the 

world, social media has become more than an addition to educational spaces, it is an important 

form of education where students gather, collaborate, learn about the world, and share stories 

(Miller et al, 2016).  

Schools are governed by a contingent historical grammar (Tyack, 1974), that of order, 

examination, grading, and conduct. These posts draw on a cultural background united by the 

Black experience to challenge that grammar; they start from different assumptions about what it 

is like to be a young Black student in charter schools (Van Dijk, 2007). It is conducted within the 

ambivalent confines of commercial social media platforms, subject to the dangers of online 

activism (Tufekci, 2017; Gladwell, 2010), but it also has laid the discursive groundwork for a 

new way of being in public school. 
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Limitations & Next Steps 

There are many limitations to and possible next steps from this study. This study would 

benefit from learning more about the perspectives of youth and others who posted to Black@ 

social media accounts. With only the individual posts to examine, we are left with a limited 

perspective. It would also be instructive to analyze these posts more closely alongside other 

Black@ accounts from other institutions. Our suspicion is that the discursive patterns are quite 

similar and are part of a larger collective online identity that formed through Instagram; 

however, a more detailed analysis would help support this claim. 

One possible next step for research would be to understand how educators at CMOs 

make sense of these stories. One contention of this paper is that the Black@ accounts created an 

alternate reality that challenged the legitimacy of CMOs and their authority to teach; it would be 

informative to learn how educators make sense of such descriptions. Additionally, the larger 

impact of these posts is unclear. After the summer of 2020, the accounts mostly went quiet. They 

remain online but do not seem to have had a discernible impact on CMO hiring, pedagogy, or 

policy. A possible area of research is to chart CMO operation in the wake of such public 

critiques. Lastly, there is a continued, and we would argue urgent, need to learn more about 

student perspectives at CMOs. Whether going on to successful college placements and careers or 

struggling through school, if the grammar of schooling is to be challenged, we could benefit 

from deeper understandings of how white spaces like school are experienced.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Post from The Uncommon Truth account (The Uncommon Truth, 2020, June 29b)  
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Figure 2: (Students at Success Academies, 2020, July 2) 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CCJPA_PAz43/) 

 

 

Figure 3 (Black N Brown at DP, 2020, July 7) 

  

https://www.instagram.com/p/CCJPA_PAz43/
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Table 1: CMO-Based Black@ Instagram Accounts 

Table 1: CMO-Based Black@ Instagram Accounts  

Account Handle No. of 

Posts 

No. of 

Likes 

No. of 

Comments 

BIPOC in TFA bipocintfa 251 73,542 1,242 

BIPOC@KIPP bipocatkipp 59 138 11 

Black At YES Blackatyes 29 1,513 5 

Black at Uncommon blackatuncommon 341 66,089 2,024 

Black N Brown at DP blacknbrownatdp 110 7,702 379 

SA Survivors Anonymous survivors_of_successacademy 60 19,514 2,546 

The Uncommon Truth _theuncommontruth 265 29,183 1,348 

Uncommon Voices blk.at.uncommonpt2 126 5,743 96 

 Total 1,241 203,424 7,651 

 
 

 

*as this is a Twitter account, the number is a sum of likes and retweets 

 

    

                                                                                                                       

 


